









The Effects of Islamic Studies Courses on the Perception of Islam 
Islamic Studies courses in American universities became prevalent, as the nation’s ties with the Middle East began to develop and trade in the oil industry increased. As Muslims were portrayed in a negative light, the need for such classes became necessary in order to understand the dynamics on which Islam functioned. On the campus of University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Islamic Studies courses began to evolve in the Religious Studies department in the early 1980’s, when Professor Valerie Hoffman began her teaching career on this campus. 
	As the population of Muslims in the United States rises, and the world’s relations in the Middle East increases, there is also heightened prejudice and discrimination against Muslims all over the world. This has been increasingly evident after the events of September 11, 2001, when terrorists crashed commercial airplanes into the World Trade Towers of New York City. Since then Muslims have been associated with terrorist groups such as “Al Qaeda,” and have not upheld great reputations in the media. With every turning event, the monolithic notion that all Muslims are violent and exhibit terrorist-like behaviors are portrayed on the news and more and more people are led toward the negative stereotypes. 
	Events that have taken place Post-9/11 clearly show that there is a lack of Islamic knowledge among non-Muslims in all parts of the world. Muslims and non-Muslims alike, search for solutions to turn around common stereotypes. There are many ways that may theoretically help to solve this rising problem; however there is one solution which proves to be the most feasible. Islamic studies classes are in existence to educate Muslims and Non-Muslims alike on the religion of Islam, and these classes typically set forthright the facts of Islam and are oriented towards changing the negative perception one may have of this religion. Research was conducted on the campus of University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC) to see how the variety of Islam-related courses offered participate in the exercise of changing a person’s views of Islam. There were nine participants in this research and were categorized into three groups. These groups included: Three faculty members who teach Islamic Studies courses, three Muslim students and three non-Muslim students who have taken at least one Islam-related course. This paper will examine the perspectives of all the participants the effects Islamic Studies courses have on the perceptions of Islam. 

Faculty Members on Islamic Studies Courses
The Islamic Studies program was first incorporated into the Religious Studies program at UIUC in the early 1980’s, as recalled by Professor Valerie Hoffman, who began teaching at the university around the same time. Hoffman, who is of the Catholic faith, was driven to this profession after studying Arabic abroad in Tunisia, and completed her graduate studies in Middle Eastern Languages. As an Associate Professor in the Religious Studies department, Hoffman teaches many Islamic Studies classes including, “Introduction to Islam,” “Women in Islam,” and created “Qur’an Structure and Exegesis.” 
The Islamic Studies aspect of the department was created through grants from the Government for the African Studies program, and was not very popular at its start. As Hoffman recalled, the heads of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences believed that the only people who would probably be taking Islamic Studies classes would be the Muslim students , and did not want the purpose of offering these classes to be that they were “teaching people their own religion.” She also believes that studying religion from an academic perspective is a fresh subject, even for Muslim students, and that they receive a completely different experience from it. The academic perspective of studying religion, according to Hoffman, is a two-fold process. First the traditions within the religion are viewed which she names the adherence perspective, and second, that perspective is critique. However it is never critiqued in terms of whether or not the religion is correct, as that is irrelevant from an academic perspective. 
In her course Introduction to Islam, Professor Hoffman covers a vast array of topics from the beginning of Islam to Contemporary Islam. She divides her class up into three parts which are: 1) The start of Islam, the life of the Prophet, and the basic foundations of the religion, 2) the turn of Islam after the death of the Prophet and the division of the Sunnis and the Shiite sects, and 3) Islamic theology and Sufism. Her goal is to “acquaint everyone with the diversity of Muslim thought.” She notes since the Wahabi movement, there has been a tendency among Muslims to justify rules by attaching the phrase, “Islam says…” to the beginning of stating their point on Islamic Law. Hoffman says, this is something that confuses people about the religion at times because “Islam” does not actually say these things, but “Islam says what Muslims say it is.” 
The feedback Hoffman has received from her Muslim students has greatly differed over the past 20 years she has taught at UIUC. During our interview she recalled a story of her first years of teaching Islamic Studies at this institution:
“In 1983 the Muslim Students Association was quite Wahabi in its orientation and was quite hostile to me. They would send people into my class and disrupt it and tell people not to read what I was telling them to read. They would tell people to read Sayyid al-Qutb and Mawdudi.”
She thought that the greatest offense they took with her was that she was a non-Muslim Caucasian woman teaching a class on their own religion, and they had difficulty accepting this. Today, it is much different as more Muslim students have enrolled in her class and are more eager to listen to the information she has to relay.  The reason for this progressive mind of Muslims students maybe due to the fact that less and less of them are immigrants to America, and most have grown up in American society which is not dominantly Muslim, therefore they are more open towards learning about their religion. 
	Professor Mohammad Khalil, also of the UIUC Religious studies department, gave his view on the impact Islamic Studies classes have on the Muslims student population. He mentioned that while many Muslims students learn a great deal about Islam from his classes, many tend to challenge certain notions that he discusses in his lectures. For instance, he spoke of one time when he was giving a history lesson about the hijab, a head covering worn by many Muslim women, and he mentioned that the Elite women in Assyrian times would bear a veil. To give his students a better understanding of this, he compared this idea to the fact that many wealthy people in modern times ride in limousines with tinted windows. One student misunderstood this metaphor and was under the impression that Khalil was condemning the hijab. He justified this by saying, “I was simply making a metaphor. I do not condemn the hijab. In fact, I am married to a woman who covers her hair.” 
	Asian American Studies Professor Junaid Rana, who teaches the course, “Muslims in America,” stated that many Muslim students are often offended by the content he presents in his classes. In Muslims in America, he provides different angles of many topics that pertain to Muslims living in America. For instance in observing one of classes, he showed a documentary called, “The Taqwacores,” which viewed the life of Muslims punk artists and their deviance from traditional Islam. Later on in an interview, Rana remarked that in his prior classes Muslim students have taken offense to the content shown in the movie as they believed that it shed a negative light on their religion. 
	As for the non-Muslim students, all three interviewees say that perceptions do change for these students, sometimes a great deal. Often times ideas are challenged by these students, but are usually done in attempts to better understand the religion. Hoffman mentioned how non-Muslim students emailed her after they have taken her courses, and will thank her for helping better their perceptions of Islam. She also relates the non-Muslims perspective to her own life. Hoffman also states that her perceptions of Islam growing up were much different than they are today. “I grew up thinking Israel was wonderful, and I just assumed that the Palestinians were terrible.” However, after she joined the Islamic Studies field her perceptions changed completely. When teaching her students she tries not to be bias so as not to offend her students, but sometimes it unintentionally comes out and tends to offend a few students. Khalil also noted that when he teaches his classes, he tries his best not to bring out his own bias, but like Hoffman, it is for the most part, unintentional. 
In the perspective of Junaid Rana, responses from his non-Muslim students vary as both Muslims and non-Muslims alike are not always aware of the history of the arrival of Muslims in America. Many non-Muslims are surprised about the information they learn from his class, and they come because they have some experiences that draws them to the class and would like to know why Islam is represented the way it is. For the first time this semester, Rana has had veterans of the military in his class, and observes their eagerness to know more about Islam and the way it is represented in the world. 
After observing Professor Khalil’s Qur’an Structure and Exegesis course, it was interesting to see how students reacted to the information that was being presented in class. Khalil was lecturing on the Prophet Ayub (Biblically known as Job) and discussed his line down to the Prophet Isa (Biblically known as Jesus). The most appealing parts of his lecture were the references he made to Biblical and Jewish scriptures in relation to the Qur’an. When seeing the reactions of the non-Muslim students in the class, a look of complete comprehension covered their faces as they attentively took notes. 
From interviewing these three faculty members it was understood that Islamic Studies courses do have an impact on the students of UIUC, whether they are Muslim or non-Muslim. Muslim students may claim from beforehand that they are aware of all the topics that are covered in these classes, but at the end, it seems as though they encounter their fair share of brand-new knowledge. 

The Muslims Student Perspective on Islamic Studies
It is from empirical evidence the claim could be made that many Muslim students believe Islamic Studies courses reinforce the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences’ former notion that these classes teach people what they already know about their own religion. The research conducted with Muslim students from UIUC showed a great deal of Islamic education gained from these courses for each of the participants. Three students were interviewed based on their religious backgrounds to see whether it can be correlated. Coming from three different cultures and backgrounds, each participant had a different experience with taking Islamic Studies classes and saw their religion from new perspectives. 
Ayman Sharif is a senior at UIUC in the field of Chemical Engineering. He considers himself to be a practicing Muslim, and by that he means that he prays five times a day, abstains from pork and alcohol and heavily acquaints himself with the Muslim community of Champaign-Urbana. Sharif has taken only one class in his entire undergraduate career which pertains to Islam: Qur’an Structure and Exegesis with Professor Khalil. He mentioned during the interview though, that he regrets not taking more classes in his four years at UIUC. In Sharif’s Islamic Studies experience, he gained significant knowledge from just this one class about his religion. By studying the exegesis of the Qur’an he was able to better understand the dynamics of Islam. As a result he practiced his faith in a better manner and felt that it was very beneficial to him even though he is already Muslim.
On the topic of the reactions he saw from his non-Muslim classmates, Sharif said that most come with an open mind to get a better understanding of the information that is contained in the Qur’an. He also mentions that they do not come with any prejudices and that many non-Muslim students took “Introduction to Islam” prior to this class therefore they come knowing the fundamental teachings of Islam. Sharif believes that this class teaches them aspects of Islam that is not covered in the media and debunks many common stereotypes. 
Another student, Isa Irfan, is a junior in Religious Studies. He was more inclined towards this field of study after taking a religious studies course at UIUC, and it made him “think about what is important.” Irfan has taken a number of Islam-related courses since that first time including, “Introduction to Islam,” and “Islamic Salvation.” He noted that these courses benefitted him greatly, as he came from a non-religious background and became more religious after taking them. He also states that from these classes he learned that a religion should not be criticized by the actions of its followers, as humans are constantly prone to err. 
As Sharif previously mentioned, the attitudes of non-Muslims witnessed by Irfan were never full of prejudice, rather there is always a desire to better understand a faith which is different from their own. Irfan also mentions the surprise of these students when they learn the truth about the role of women in Islam, violence, and Islamic law. They see that what the media may have reported as true was actually myths and ignorant thought. 
The last interview of this pool was an Iranian-American Muslim student. Kaveh Salim is a student at UIUC and is currently enrolled in Rana’s course, “Muslims in America.” His reason for taking an Islamic Studies course is interestingly different than those of Sharif and Irfan. During the interview he stated, 
“I grew up seeing virtually no overlap between my parents’ culture and my environment in the US, including school. Studying the ancient Persians in history class is hardly a validation of my multicultural identity. So I thought this class would allow me to engage with topics that pertain to the part of my cultural identity that is non-white. In the fields of social sciences, Islam is the closest thing to studying Iran that this university offers.”
Salim noted that through this course he was able to be more comfortable with the arguments against the impositions of Western values, including radical ones on other cultures. On the topic of the benefits of offering Islamic Studies, Salim mentioned that these classes give students the opportunity to connect with a culture that is so antagonized in society, and that anyone who signs up for these classes must come with an open mind.  
	Salim learned a great deal more about Islam after taking “Muslims in America,” and has incorporated his own studies on Islamic feminism into class discussions. As a strong advocate of gender equality, he looks for different interpretations of patriarchy within the Qur’an. Salim sees his classmates react in uniform ways to the information presented in class. He observes that there are no controversies, as a majority of the students do not have a critical theory background of the topics that they can knowingly argue; however they are always interested to gain knowledge, and see the fallacies presented by the media. 	
While the common notion for many Muslims is that the information taught in Islamic Studies classes is a repetition of their religious ideals, it is a completely different experience learning about Islam from a academic perspective, as seen in the cases of Sharif, Irfan, and Salim. Each has learned a information from these classes that they probably would not have learned in any other environment, and were enriched with an experience which is open to few. 

The Islamic Studies Experience for Non-Muslim Students
	As the American media is not consistently accurate in its reportings on the Muslim world, many non-Muslim people do not view Muslims in a positive light. Since the event of September 11, 2001, Muslims have often been associated with words such as, “terrorist,” “bombs,” and “Al-Qaeda;” words that have a negative connotation attached to them. Studying Islam from an academic view is different than the social perspective. Islamic studies classes debunk many of the commonly false misperceptions that non-Muslims have about the religion, as was mentioned by the pool of non-Muslim interviewees of UIUC. 
	Darren Bush is a freshman at the university and is currently enrolled in “Muslims in America.” This is the first time Bush has taken a course that solely focuses on Islam. According to him, the class has enhanced his perception of Muslims from before, and he has also developed a feeling of sympathy towards the bad reputation they receive from the media. “One of my best friends is Muslim, and she has never caused me to think badly of Muslims,” he says, “In fact, I have learned a lot from her about the religion and many of their rituals may be different, but if you have an open mind, the reasoning behind them are very understandable.” He talks about the readings that are assigned for the class, and how he reads about the extent to which Muslims are mistreated in American society. He refers to the novel, The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf by Mohja Kahf. “[About the main character] Khadra wears traditional clothing in public and prays five times a day, but that does not make her any different from your average American teenager.” Bush liked learning about different aspects of Islamic culture as this religion plays an important role in all aspects of society. 
	Along with Bush, Anna McDonald got more out of “Muslims in America” than she had signed up for. McDonald is a senior majoring in Music, concentrating on the Eastern Asian aspect. She enrolled in “Muslims in America,” and “Introduction to Islam” this semester to fulfill elective requirements for her major. She mentions that she was glad that she took these courses as she got a deeper understanding of a religion that is so misconstrued in society and was surprised by the information she learned. “For instance,” she says, “I never knew that the consumption of alcohol was strictly forbidden in Islam, and thought it was interesting point, because it is such a common practice in the American culture.” From taking these classes McDonald realizes that she has had a lack of awareness about the presence of Islam in America. 
	Evan Smith a senior also admits that he was not very aware of the major role that Islam has played in the world; because of the contradictory notions present he was not sure what perceptions to hold about it. He was very appreciative of it after he took “Introduction to Islam” with Valerie Hoffman, and notes that he had learned so much more than he had in his Religion class in Catholic high school. He believes that offering courses related to Islam at UIUC is very important as the religion has a strong presence in today’s society. He states that it is important to learn about a religion this significant for what it really is and not what people perceive it to be.
	From these three interviewees it was evident that Islamic Studies classes had impacted their lives and caused them to become more educated in Islam from an academic point of view and not from the misconceptions portrayed by the media. 
	Since its birth in the early 1980’s, Islamic Studies courses at UIUC have been agents of displaying what is factual about Islam. Faculty members strive to relay unbiased information and to portray the significance of Islam from a historical perspective. Muslim students greatly benefit from these courses as it enhances their view of their religion when they learn new information and in some cases they become proud to be of a group that is so accomplished in this world. For non-Muslims it is a great way to be more educated in the facts of Islam and see how often the media attacks this religion when unfortunate events occur. Through the opinions of the interviewees it is unambiguous that Islamic Studies courses do lessen the negative perception a person may have once carried, and it causes them to grow to be open-minded as well, especially on a campus that is as diverse as UIUC. 



